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PROSPECT PARK HAS  
A SET OF NEW RINKS. 
OLMSTED AND VAUX 
WOULD BE PROUD.

BY MELANIE REHAK

H E AV E N ’ S  S K AT E

 Skating in Central Park with my father, while 
endearingly tinny versions of “Downtown” 
and “New York, New York” played over the 

1970s loudspeakers, was one of the great pleasures 
of my urban childhood. In sun and in snow, in 
heavy coats we eventually shed once we really got 
moving, we spent hours going around and around 
the Wollman Rink, looking up at and out into the 
majesty of the landscape around us, anticipating 
the hot chocolate to come. 

So it was with joyful heart that I first went to the 
other Wollman Rink, in another huge New York 
City park created by Frederick Law Olmsted and 
Calvert Vaux, back in 1997 when I moved to 
Brooklyn. What I discovered then on the east side 
of Prospect Park left me feeling fairly hopeless 
about ever recovering my childhood idyll. The 
1960 Kate Wollman Rink, plunked along one 
side of Prospect Park Lake (which had been filled 
in certain places to accommodate the rink and its 
service buildings, destroying the original shore-
line) was a disaster in every way. Crumbling, dank, 
surrounded by chain link on some sides and ut-
terly without charm (so long, Sinatra), it separated 
skaters from the park rather than allowing them to 

LEFT 
Prospect Park is close 
enough to Manhattan 
to offer up this iconic 
view, but worlds away 
in terms of serenity.
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LEFT 
The uncovered skating 
rink at far left will 
convert to a mini water 
park for children in 
the warm months. The 
covered skating rink 
converts to a roller rink.

TOP
The approach to 
Lakeside from one of 
the new circulation 
paths allows visitors to 
happen across Lakeside 
unexpectedly despite the 
site’s size and scope.↘

feel a part of it. It was every bit the emblem of Pros-
pect Park’s decline in the 1960s and 1970s, and 
it was also, by that time, mechanically antiquated.  
As Christian Zimmerman, FASLA, who has worked  
for Prospect Park since 1990 and is now the vice 
president of capital and landscape management, 
put it bluntly: “We’d hold our breath to see if we 
could get ice by Thanksgiving.” 

There was no question about ice on rinks or any-
where else the day he told me this last December, 
which was one of New York’s coldest in decades. 
We were on the grounds of Prospect Park’s new 
skating complex, Lakeside (formally known as the 
Samuel J. and Ethel LeFrak Center at Lakeside), 
looking out at the lake from the newly resurrected 
shoreline. Its 60-acre surface was frozen solid, 
and it was entirely possible to imagine a clutch of 
1860s skaters out there on the ice doing exactly as 
Olmsted and Vaux had intended them to do. 

Behind us were two lovely, understated one-
story buildings, designed by the architects Tod 
Williams and Billie Tsien, forming an L shape 
clad in dark green Laurentian granite around 
two outdoor rinks. The buildings, nestled amid 
gentle new hillsides, hold a café, locker rooms, 
a skate shop, and all the necessary support. A 
green-roofed canopy over one of the rinks, clad 
in lead-coated copper and hovering on columns 
placed to preserve its open feeling, was the same 
pale, steely color as the clouds. To our right was a 
curved stone war memorial dating to 1921, with 
bright bursts of recently planted winterberries 
just beyond it. The newly restored view stretched 
out in front of us, over the lake and beyond to a 
panoramic vista of sloping paths and small roll-
ing hills at various levels, veiled with dark, bare 
hardwood trees and punctuated by hollies ©
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1961 SITE PLAN

SECTION LOOKING NORTH

2013 SITE PLAN

GROUND FLOOR PLAN
OPPOSITE TOP 
The 1961 plan showing 
the old Kate Wollman 
Rink and the parking lot 
that were demolished to 
create Lakeside.

ABOVE
The 2013 plan for 
Lakeside’s rinks and the 
restored Olmsted and 
Vaux landscape along 
the lake’s edge.

LEFT
A ground floor plan 
shows the two buildings, 
mostly concealed 
below grade to house 
a café, skate shop, and 
mechanical support.
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PLANT LIST

OVERSTORY AND UNDERSTORY TREES

Acer rubrum ‘Red Sunset’ (Red Sunset maple)
Acer saccharum (Sugar maple)
Amelanchier canadensis ‘Rainbow Pillar’ 

(Rainbow Pillar serviceberry)
Amelanchier x grandiflora ‘Autumn Brilliance’ 

(Autumn Brilliance serviceberry)
Asimina triloba (Pawpaw)
Betula nigra ‘Cully’ (Heritage river birch)
Betula nigra ‘Dura-Heat’ (Dura-Heat river birch)
Betula nigra ‘Heritage’ (Heritage river birch)
Chamaecyparis thyoides (Atlantic white cedar)
Chionanthus virginicus (White fringetree)
Cladrastis kentukea (Kentucky yellowwood)
Cornus florida ‘Cherokee Princess’  

(Cherokee Princess flowering dogwood)
Cornus kousa ‘Milky Way’  

(Milky Way Chinese dogwood)
Cornus kousa x nuttallii ‘Venus’ (Venus dogwood)
Cornus x ‘Rutdan’ (Celestial dogwood)
Cornus x ‘Rutlan’ (Ruth Ellen dogwood)
Hamamelis mollis (Chinese witchhazel)
Hamamelis vernalis (Ozark witchhazel)
Hamamelis x intermedia ‘Arnold Promise’ 

(Arnold Promise witchhazel)
Hamamelis x intermedia ‘Jelena’  

(Jelena witchhazel)
Ilex x aquipernyi (Dragon Lady holly)
Ilex x ‘Nellie R. Stevens’ (Nellie R. Stevens holly)
Liquidambar styraciflua  (Sweetgum)
Magnolia virginiana  (Sweetbay magnolia)
Nyssa sylvatica (Black gum)
Pinus bungeana (Lacebark pine)
Pinus flexilis ‘Vanderwolf’s Pyramid’ 

(Vanderwolf’s Pyramid limber pine)
Pinus strobus (Eastern white pine)
Platanus x acerifolia ‘Columbia’  

(Columbia London planetree)
Quercus bicolor (Swamp white oak)
Quercus coccinea (Scarlet oak)
Quercus imbricaria (Shingle oak)
Quercus rubra (Northern red oak)
Stewartia pseudocamellia (Japanese stewartia)
Taxodium distichum (Bald cypress)

SHRUBS

Aesculus parviflora (Bottlebrush buckeye)
Aronia arbutifolia ‘Brilliantissima’  

(Red chokeberry)
Clethra alnifolia ‘Hummingbird’  

(Summersweet clethra)
Comptonia peregrina (Sweet fern)

Cornus sericea (Red twig dogwood)
Fothergilla major ‘Mount Airy’ (Dwarf fothergilla)
Ilex glabra ‘Shamrock’ (Shamrock inkberry)
Ilex opaca ‘Maryland Dwarf’ (American holly)
Ilex verticillata ‘Jim Dandy’ (Winterberry)
Ilex verticillata ‘Red Sprite’ (Winterberry)
Ilex verticillata ‘Winter Red’ (Winterberry)
Ilex x meserveae ‘China Boy’ (China Boy holly)
Ilex x meserveae ‘China Girl’ (China Girl holly)
Itea virginica ‘Henry’s Garnet’  

(Virginia sweetspire)
Kalmia latifolia ‘Elf’ (Elf mountain laurel)
Lindera benzoin (Northern spicebush)
Myrica pensylvanica (Northern bayberry)
Prunus laurocerasus ‘Otto Luyken’  

(Otto Luyken cherry laurel)
Rhus aromatica ‘Gro-Low’  

(Gro-Low fragrant sumac)
Rosa carolina (Carolina rose)
Rosa palustris (Swamp rose)
Vaccinium angustifolium (Lowbush blueberry)
Xanthorhiza simplicissima (Yellowroot)

HERBACEOUS

Achillea millefolium (Common yarrow)
Asclepias verticillata (Whorled milkweed)
Aster cordifolius (Heart-leaved aster)
Aster divaricatus (White wood aster)
Bouteloua curtipendula (Sideoats grama)
Carex appalachica (Appalachian sedge)
Carex pensylvanica (Pennsylvania sedge)
Danthonia spicata (Poverty oatgrass)
Eupatorium rugosum (White snakeroot)
Monarda fistulosa (Wild bergamot)
Pachysandra procumbens (Allegheny spurge)
Penstemon digitalis (Foxglove beardtongue)
Polystichum acrostichoides (Christmas fern)
Pycnanthemum muticum  

(Short-toothed mountain mint)
Schizachyrium scoparium (Little bluestem)
Solidago nemoralis (Gray goldenrod)

AQUATIC PLANTS

Acorus americanus (American sweetflag)
Carex stricta (Tussock sedge)
Iris versicolor (Blue flag iris)
Juncus effusus (Soft rush)
Nymphaea odorata (American white water lily)
Pontederia cordata (Pickerelweed)
Sagittaria latifolia (Broadleaf arrowhead)
Scirpus cyperinus (Woolgrass)

and pines. Far in the distance, a glimpse of the 
Peristyle, a columned Grecian shelter dreamed up 
by Stanford White around 1915, was visible. (“You 
know he saw this and had to have done it with this 
view in mind!” Zimmerman said.) On this single 
spot, a palimpsest of the park’s evolution was at 
hand, with Lakeside its most recent addition.

“I haven’t done extensive research on this,” Zim-
merman said, “but I can’t think of another project 
in the country that implements such a massive, 
modern-designed structure, and does historic 
preservation, and does ecological restoration all in 
one in a landmark park.” Indeed, Lakeside is the 
first major structure built in Prospect Park since 
it received landmark status in 1980; it is “the 21st-
century architectural layer,” as Zimmerman says. 
The 75,000-square-foot complex is profoundly of 
the moment, especially in its ecological aspects, 
including green roofs used to collect water for 
on-site irrigation, which then drains to a cistern, 
and finally, for stormwater management, into the 
park’s groundwater. An ozone-friendly ammonia 
refrigeration system for the ice replaces the old, 
hugely inefficient (not to mention ineffective) 
electric one. Lakeside’s creation, at a cost of $74 
million in public and private money, has also 
allowed the restoration of a significant area of 
lost green space. “We brought back thousands of 
square feet of parkland,” Zimmerman told me, 
in a tone that implied he himself might still be 
mildly amazed they’d pulled off such a feat in an 
urban park with fixed boundaries. 

This magic was achieved by ripping out not only 
the old rink and buildings but also the parking 
lot that Robert Moses put next to them, which 
was on the site of an Olmsted and Vaux car-
riage concourse. The new buildings and rinks 
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were constructed where the lot once was, leaving 
Zimmerman and his team free to restore, and 
occasionally update, the original plan for the rest 
of the 26-acre site. “We said, ‘We’re going to take 
away a 300-space parking lot and we’re going to 
bring back our most formal landscape,’” Zimmer-
man said, by way of explaining why there was no 
public outcry about putting a new building into 
such vaunted terrain. 

The parking lot delivered not just space for the 
buildings, but also the material for three new 
small hills, which were created entirely with fill 
dug up from beneath it. They surround the build-
ings subtly, providing space for picnicking, sup-
port for one of the curved walls that leads into the 
site, and, perhaps most crucial, a shield between 
the park drive and the east building. This last 
slope, along with the realignment of the drive it-
self, which was straightened to allow for speeding 
cars, renders Lakeside essentially invisible from 
that side, allowing you to come across it unexpect-
edly via one of the intimate new circulation paths 
arranged to bring people into the site not only at 
ground level, but also above it and onto the roofs 
of the east and north buildings (you have to pay 
only for skating at Lakeside; the views and other 
ephemera are all free for the taking). 

These new paths connect to a wider, original one 
down by the lake that has also been realigned 
to follow the water’s restored edge. Once the 
shoreline was restored, which also recovered the 
tiny Music Island, intended as a concert venue 
but now designed for bird habitat, the Prospect 
Park Alliance set about getting the details right. 
Bluestone paves the way to the water’s edge (and 
will serve as a patio for tables and chairs in the 
warmer months, when the rinks convert to a roller 

ORNAMENT 
The iron railings at 
lake’s edge as well as 
a striking series of 
elaborate bronze urns 
have been re-created 
from historical photos. 
During construction, 
pieces of the original 
railing were discovered 
beneath the old rink, 
and some have been 
integrated into the  
new railing.

CLOCKWISE  
FROM TOP 
Designs for 
reproducing the 
ornamental railing. 
Bluestone pavers 
lead the way from the 
water’s edge to the 
skating complex. Aerial 
views show the historic 
park plan (bottom), 
later altered to build 
the Robert Moses-era 
Kate Wollman rink (left).
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rink and a small water park for young children), 
and the railing and stonework copied from old 
photographs is mixed in with original pieces of 
both that were discovered in a trash heap buried 
under the old skating rink. On the ecological front, 
to name just a few examples, boulders placed at 
the water’s edge at differing elevations provide 
ducks and turtles with places to come and go no 
matter what the water level, and planting hews to 
a native palette, including bald cypress, tupelo, and 
birch trees, that will provide both food and shelter 
for the park’s multitudes of birds (there are more 
than 200 species, including herons, egrets, and 
various kinds of ducks and geese). 

Williams and Tsien’s work fits organically into 
this rejuvenated landscape. Williams likens it to, 
on another scale, “a tent, when camping in a great 
park”—in this case, a park with a long-standing, 
critical role in the everyday lives of city-dwelling 
people, whose hours are spent in buildings, on 
subways, and otherwise sealed away from the 
outdoors. In the realm of Olmsted and Vaux, he 
and Tsien are designing not just for posterity but 
also within it. During a tour of Lakeside just be-
fore Christmas, Williams’s young grandchildren 
cruised the ice with their mother and a few oth-
ers nearby. Tsien mentioned her and Williams’s 
desire to make “not so much a building as a place 
in the park.” Later, she elaborated on the ways 
she thinks that instinct is, and remains, the link 
between not just landscape and buildings, but 
generations as well. “Good works can speak to 
each other over time and style.” 

Lakeside will become more cloistered with time 
as plantings mature and create what Zimmerman 
calls “that come-hither feel, which is a lot of what 
Prospect Park is.” But even now, it has that seduc-

tive quality, appearing almost out of nowhere in 
spite of its size. It brings with it a marvelous dedi-
cation to ideas of the past—formality, modesty— 
that we often mistake as outdated but that in fact 
are timeless. 

MELANIE REHAK IS THE AUTHOR OF GIRL SLEUTH: NANCY DREW 
AND THE WOMEN WHO CREATED HER; EATING FOR BEGINNERS: 
AN EDUCATION IN THE PLEASURES OF FOOD FROM CHEFS, 
FARMERS, AND ONE PICKY KID; AND IS WORKING ON A BOOK 
ABOUT RALPH WALDO EMERSON’S “SELF-RELIANCE” IN THE 
21ST CENTURY. SHE LIVES IN BROOKLYN.

Project Credits
CLIENT NEW YORK CITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT CORPORATION, 
NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT OF PARKS & RECREATION, AND 
PROSPECT PARK ALLIANCE. DESIGN ARCHITECT/ARCHITECT OF 
RECORD TOD WILLIAMS BILLIE TSIEN ARCHITECTS, NEW YORK 
(TOD WILLIAMS AND BILLIE TSIEN, PRINCIPALS; ANDY KIM, 
PROJECT MANAGER; ELISA TESTA, PROJECT ARCHITECT; ERIN 
PUTALIK, NATE PETTY, AND SHENGNING ZHANG, PROJECT TEAM). 
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT PROSPECT PARK ALLIANCE, NEW YORK 
(CHRISTIAN ZIMMERMAN, FASLA, LEAD LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT; 
CRYSTAL GAUDIO, ASLA, PROJECT LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT; ALDEN 
MADDRY, ARCHITECT; LAURA EVANS, ASLA, AND MICHY MCCREARY, 
ASSOCIATE ASLA). OWNER’S REPRESENTATIVE GLEEDS, NEW 
YORK. CONSTRUCTION MANAGER SCIAME CONSTRUCTION, NEW 
YORK. ACOUSTICAL AND AUDIOVISUAL CONSULTANT ACOUSTIC 
DIMENSIONS, NEW ROCHELLE, NEW YORK. CIVIL ENGINEER 
STANTEC, NEW YORK. CODE CONSULTANT WILLIAM VITACCO AS-
SOCIATES, NEW YORK. COMMISSIONING EME GROUP, NEW YORK. 
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT AKRF, NEW YORK CITY. GEO-
TECHNICAL CONSULTANT RICHARD KESSLER, LITTLE FALLS, NEW 
JERSEY. GRAPHIC DESIGN POULIN + MORRIS, NEW YORK. GREEN 
ROOF ROOFMEADOW, PHILADELPHIA (CHARLIE MILLER). KITCHEN 
RICCA NEWMARK, NEW YORK. LEED CONSULTANT 7GROUP, KUTZ-
TOWN, PENNSYLVANIA. LIGHTING RENFRO DESIGN GROUP, NEW 
YORK. MEP ENGINEER ICOR ASSOCIATES, ISELIN, NEW JERSEY. 
RINK REFRIGERATION VAN BOERUM & FRANK ASSOCIATES, 
SALT LAKE CITY. STRUCTURAL ENGINEER ROBERT SILMAN AS-
SOCIATES, NEW YORK. SECURITY DUCIBELLA VENTER & SANTORE, 
HAMDEN, CONNECTICUT. SPECIFICATIONS CONSTRUCTION SPECI-
FICATIONS, NEW YORK. TRAFFIC ENGINEER SAM SCHWARTZ EN-
GINEERING, NEW YORK. WATER FEATURE FLUIDITY, LOS ANGELES. 
WATERPROOFING JAMES GAINFORT, NEW YORK.

LEFT
This original portion 
of the lake’s retaining 
wall was discovered 
essentially unharmed 
during excavation.
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